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I crawled back to the gun and freed the hook from the bridle. I
caught another glimpse of Roney and his men. They had come out
through the abatis, and were running across the open field towards
the rebel trenches. They seemed to be running slowly and I had the
vague thought that Roney was fortunate : could take his time, whereas
we couldn't. We had to load again, dodge the recoil of the other
guns ; fire, sponge, load, dodge, cough thick smoke from our throats
so we could breathe ; fire, sponge, load, dodge, fire, sponge, load, fire,
dodge, dodge, sponge, fire. . . .
Buell caught my arm. " Wait," he said, and shook me. He raised
his voice. " Let the guns cool. Swab 'em out! Let 'em stand a
minute 1 "
He was splashed from head to foot with the black water from the
gun swabs that had sprayed the platform. The men around me were
black as negroes from that same sooty water, and seemingly I hadn't
been aware of them until, all at once, it was as if I found myself
surrounded by blackly grotesque figures in some swirl of a crowd at a
masquerade. Something like a fever must have been consuming me ;
my hand shook, my eyeballs stung, my face burned beneath the
caked soot upon it.
The Kirklands were on their feet, peering over the sandbags and
shouting.
I looked down at the field and saw Roney standing on the lip of
the first trench. His men were already in the trench or just about to
jump in. I could even distinguish Roney's voice. " Get in here ! For
God's sake get in here ! "
He jumped in himself. All along the whole length of the trench,
musket butts rose and fell, shovel blades glittered, pickaxes flashed.
From the trench came reedy cries, then human howlings.
A rebel rolled out of the back of the trench and got to one knee. A
bayonet darted upward from the trench and vanished in his back, but
he got to his other knee and crawled towards the second trench, the
affixed musket dragging along behind him like a tail.
A green-shirted figure scrambled after him, reached for the musket,
missed it and fell down, got to his feet and leaped forward, this time
successfully. The rebel sprawled on His face, the bayonet pulled loose,
the green-shirted figure stabbed twice at the fallen man ; then stopped
' and looked around.
Two more rebels popped from the trench ; then others. A dozen,
were running towards the second trench, with Roney's men after them,
prodding and stabbing like farmers hurriedly pitchforking hay before
a storm,
Then, surprisingly, rebels were climbing from the second trench,